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Traditional Knowledge and Health: Lessons
from the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians
Lisa J. Lefler

The Cherokee people, or more appropriately, the people of Kituwah,
have lived in the Southern Appalachian region for more than 12,000
years. They have lived in one of the most biologically diverse ecosystems in the world, and have done so long enough to have observed,
trial-tested, and inventoried thousands of flora and fauna, cosmological movements, climatological changes, and geological phenomena to fill a multitude of volumes.
Some challenge the notion that the “Traditional Knowledge”
(TK) of Indigenous people could be considered “science.” Western
civilizations and their European explorers and conquerors from
initial Contact justified the decimation of Indigenous people and
their epistemologies by universally condemning them all as savages, primitives, and heathens, thereby devaluing and denouncing
them even as human beings. Then as now, Indigenous people were
debased and discriminated against yet exploited for their resources,
from ginseng to oil, gas, and uranium. In today’s world, they are also
often exploited for their knowledge and ceremony, and their culture
is appropriated for others’ monetary gain.
American history is based on the premise that Europeans discovered the inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere, implying that the
colonizers were the main actors of power who determined what was
of importance and that the mere existence of these people of the New
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World was trivial until their “discovery” (See, for instance, Bray 1993
and Greenblatt 1993). On the other hand, we were not taught that
the millions of Indigenous people populating this hemisphere were
encountered, with sophisticated societies, languages, cosmologies,
cosmographies, and resources. We were not taught that their ways of
knowing and living were rich in diversity, wisdom, and science. “Science” according to Webster’s definition is “knowledge about or study
of the natural world based on facts learned through experiments and
observation.”
By the time Europeans had descended upon them, Native people
had highly developed agrarian methods and seed hybridization techniques that provided them a wide variety of cultivated food sources.
Hundreds of species of corn, beans, and squash, among many other
plants, had been skillfully propagated and diffused. Simply put, Indigenous people had knowledge of genetics (Fedoroff 2003).
Their botanical knowledge rivaled—if not surpassed—that of
Western or European science at that time. However, with the genocide that ensued at Contact (about 1500 AD) much of the population
who held that knowledge were annihilated. Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians enrolled member Kevin Welch, founder and former director of the Center for Cherokee Plants, explains:
As a people, we Cherokee have forgotten a large amount
of our woodland knowledge, perhaps as much as 85–90
percent of our traditional uses for wild plants. The mountains of Southern Appalachia have a huge biodiversity
and Cherokee people have had several thousand years
to learn to use this resource. At one time, it would have
been commonly known when, where and what plants
and animals might be found during certain times of
the year. Having this knowledge of available resources
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makes the difference between just living and living well!
(Veteto et al. 2011)

The idea that the first inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere
were unintelligent, primitive, and/or “savage” has been one of the
biggest lies of Western education and religion. Only in recent decades have texts been introduced to Western academies that contradict these notions by providing evidence to the contrary—as if
evidence were necessary.
We know that Indigenous knowledge has perpetuated an understanding of how we, as organic entities, are related or connected
to all other natural things. And through the discovery of modern
physicists Western science affirms that this is a valid paradigm—yet
does not recognize the contributions of TK as an originator of that
paradigm.
Native scholar Vine Deloria wrote:
Our task is to discern from the continuous introduction
of new elements of knowledge and experience a coherent interpretation of the scheme of things. Traditionally, Western people have called an inquiry of this kind
metaphysics, and its task has been to discover the structure and meaning of what was real. The word itself has
become somewhat frightening to Western peoples because of their inclination to make metaphysical conclusions an absolute canon of faith, thus imposing abstract
principles on their practical understandings of the world
around them. (1979, 11)

TK is knowledge that is anchored in the natural and spirit
worlds. This of course has brought great pause to Western scientists.
Dawn Martin-Hill (2008, 8), a First Nations scholar, writes of TK
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and power, understood as the historic struggle between science and
religion:
The cultural diversity of Indigenous peoples is addressed
through the recognition that Indigenous knowledge is
attached to the language, landscapes, and cultures from
which it emerges.

It moves beyond the Western hierarchical system of knowledge
and moves beyond mere attachment to the land. She refers to Indigenous scholars Battiste and Henderson’s explanation that “Indigenous
peoples regard all products of the human mind and heart as interrelated with Indigenous knowledge. They assert that all knowledge
flows from the same source: the relationships between a global flux
that needs to be renewed; the people’s kinship with other creatures
who share the land, and the people’s kinship with the spirit world.”
Martin-Hill summarizes that “the validity of Indigenous knowledge is noted in Indigenous universal natural law, which posits that
knowledge is spiritually based and ecologically derived” (10). Native
peoples have known for millennia that we are all made up of the
same “stuff.” We are not only in nature, but part of nature.
My lack of understanding as an academic was challenged by my
understanding as an Appalachian person who had spent much time
with my mother outside, in nature. She would often remark that we
are part of a magnificent and wondrous place if we only took the
time to be a part of it and understand it. Because of this experience,
in my fieldwork I was more apt to listen—during both casual conversations and ceremony—to elders who spoke about our relationship
with the world around us. My problem was making it fit with my ego
of intellectualism, into which I have invested tremendous resources
and energy as a graduate student and professor. Friend and Cherokee
elder Tom Belt reminded me that we are part of this place, not just
from this place.
112
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My intent is not to overgeneralize, but the hallmark of Western
thinking is to reduce elements and concepts to their smallest parts—
to compartmentalize thinking. Indigenous thought allows for how
things work in unison for the big picture—holistic thinking. In order
for us, as Western-trained thinkers, to broaden our understanding
of the TK principle that all things are connected, we can best understand through Indigenous language and practices. Vine Deloria
knew this well. He begins, in his seminal work, Metaphysics of Modern Existence (1979, vii): “The fundamental factor that keeps Indians and non-Indians from communicating is that they are speaking
about two entirely different perceptions of the world.”
His elaboration of this is fundamental to how we come to know
Native science, or TK, and how it can make for realistic application
in our work as healthcare providers and environmental conservators—two fields that for many in the Western academy and practice
are seen as distantly related at best. Deloria explains:
Growing up on a reservation makes one acutely aware of
the mysteries of the universe. Medicine men practicing
their ancient ceremonies perform feats that amaze and
puzzle the rational mind. The sense of contentment enjoyed by older Indians in the face of a lifetime’s experience of betrayal, humiliation, and paternalism stuns the
astute observer. It often appears that Indians are immune
to the values which foreign institutions have forced them
to confront. Their minds remain fixed on other realities.

He continues,
In a White man’s world, knowledge is a matter of memorizing theories, dates, lists of kings and presidents, the
table of chemical elements, and many other things not
encountered in the course of a day’s work. Knowledge
113
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seems to be divorced from experience. Even religion is a
process of memorizing creeds, catechisms, doctrines, and
dogmas—general principles that never seem to catch the
essence of human existence. No matter how well educated
an Indian may become, he or she also suspects that Western culture is not an adequate representation of reality . . .
the trick is somehow to relate what one feels with what
one is taught to think. (1979)

Native knowledge has, from the onset of European Contact, been
subjugated and devalued. This knowledge was in languages they
didn’t understand or want to understand—perhaps because getting
to know the people of this hemisphere wasn’t the objective. The objective was to conquer and exploit. One couldn’t rightly do either
if the Natives were considered humans with value and thought and
creativity. The foundation was laid by the disregard for Indigenous
people and their knowledge of the world and universe around them.
But as Native Cherokee speaker and elder Tom Belt has said, “If you
understand our language, by translation of even simple terms, one
can easily see the ‘science’ of how the world works. For example, we
say ‘rooted in the mountains,’ this conveys an understanding in English that we have longevity in the mountains, we are here to stay, and
our roots go deep into the ground as trees’ roots do. But in Cherokee,
the word for root is una sde tla and the word for helping is a sde l’da.”
Tom continues:
Cherokees understanding about the word rooted is,
“linguistically a sde and sde tla are common to each
other and both are the same conceptually. The concept or idea exemplified by this comes from the same
place—doing something to sustain. A root is a sustainer.
It keeps life going. It has lots of tools and does lots of
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things. It is a producer and consumer and is inextricably involved in the completion of a larger system of life,
one that communicates. Our language reflects the science—the knowledge of plant behavior. Our language
is verb based, polysynthetic language with active, kinetic concepts. Our language just doesn’t label, but is
action oriented. The reason why it is verb based is that
is the way the world is interpreted—it is science talk.
(Tom Belt, pers. comm., Cullowhee, NC, 2018)

This translation of “rooted” is of particular interest to me as I
have had so many walks with elders in our region’s forests where
plant and tree behaviors have been discussed. Cherokee elders Iva
Ratter, Onita Bush, Tom Belt, and others, along with my mom, who
was also knowledgeable about plants, have all made statements about
plants and/or trees, such as “they have moved this year—something
about where they were wasn’t right for them” or “they will tell you
which one is the right one for use” or “they recognize you are here.”
One elder who very rarely spoke at our Elders and Clinicians meetings spoke up quite clearly when we were talking about our relationship with trees. She said, “my father told me when I was a child to
not forget to go outside and hug this large oak tree we had in our
yard. He said to wrap my arms around it as far as they would go and
tell the tree thank you for shading us and keeping us safe; so every
morning on my way out to school, I would put my arms around that
tree and thank it for its purpose.”
Daniel Chamovitz’s (2017) What a Plant Knows sheds light on
these and other abilities of plants that reinforce the wisdom and understanding of these elders. He says, “Think about this: Plants see
you . . . Plants must be aware of the dynamic visual environment
around them in order to survive . . . Plants undoubtedly detect visible
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(and invisible) electromagnetic waves.” Chamovitz goes on to discuss the parallel similarities between plant and human biology and
to describe how genetically more complex plants are than animals.
Furthering our understanding of the complex and symbiotic lives
of trees, Peter Wohlleben has garnered tremendous international response from his book Hidden Life of Trees: What They Feel, How
They Communicate. He opens up discussion for the Western scientific community to consider the communal relationships of trees,
their ability to communicate, send messages, and take care of one
another. These are all concepts that Indigenous people—and more
specifically the Cherokees, who have lived in a temperate rainforest
for centuries—have understood.
There are dozens of other examples, but to the Cherokee it represents the thousands of years of occupation in a region where close
observation, trial and re-trial have taken place. For example, the
“people of the earth,” or Kituwah people, had language and knowledge of an unknown multitude of plants and their usages (in the
hundreds and possibly thousands), as well as a cosmologic system
that was mentioned by the earliest of travelers in their region, such
as William Bartram (see Waselkov and Braund 1995, 145). Even
Randolph, in his British Travelers Among the Southern Indians,
1660–1763, states, “The European considered native technology to
be primitive, but the colonial white seldom attempted to understand the complex social organization and religious beliefs of the
red man” (1973, 16–18),
This was the objective of colonization of Indigenous people: to
use Christianization to justify and forward the economic and complete exploitation of Native people. As Milanich explains in his work
Laboring in the Fields of the Lord, “Missions were colonialism. The
missionary process was essential to the goal of colonialism: creating
profits by manipulating the land and its people” (1999, xiii). There
116
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was no consideration of their value as human beings, just what they
had and what they could do for the colonizers. For more robust and
disgusting details of how that came down, I would suggest Bartolomé de las Casas’s In Defense of the Indians, Robert Berkhofer’s Salvation and the Savage, and David Stannard’s American Holocaust, to
start. For there to be an understanding of Native worldview, there
had to be a willingness to value and apply their knowledge. This has
continued to be problematic, as it causes continued misunderstanding and miscommunication between the dominant society and Natives today. As Vine Deloria put it:
Western people don’t have a problem—they don’t seem
concerned with the ultimate truth of what they are
taught—Knowledge is correlated with a higher status
employment . . . Indian customs and beliefs were regarded as primitive, superstitious, and unworthy of serious
attention . . . So the question of the validity of knowledge
contained in Indian traditions was eliminated before any
discussions of reality began. (1979, viii)

Several years ago, Western Carolina University and the Center
for Native Health hosted the first Native Science Dialogues on the
US East Coast. Nine Native scientists came from almost as many
Tribes to discuss the application of their epistemologies to the mission of a symposium we started at our university around 2010 called
“Rooted in the Mountains: Valuing Our Common Ground.” The intent of the symposium is to integrate Traditional Knowledge with
health and environmental issues. In this initial meeting, the lead
discussant was Dr. Leroy Little Bear (Blackfoot), who began these
Dialogues with world renowned physicist Dr. David Bohm. After
Dr. Bohm’s passing in 1992, Dr. Little Bear continued discussions
of quantum physics and metaphysics as they were related to Native
Science or Traditional Knowledge. Little Bear works with a group of
117
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Native elders, speakers, and scientists to discuss the interdisciplinary
nature of TK.
In the Dialogues that took place on our campus, Diné elder Dr.
David Begay commented on Native students in the academy. He said:
American Indian students go to universities alone. No
one understands them. They go through and get their
degrees but can’t apply them at home. Universities don’t
serve everybody or all of an individual—only a piece of
their needs. You have to create a model of interdisciplinary work. The world of interrelationship means things
don’t happen on their own. Native people have a hard
time thinking in a separated world. You must be able to
process how the world is interconnected. English compartmentalizes stuff. It puts humans in the forefront,
whereas most Native languages don’t. The center of the
language is nature, not man. Life must come first; the
law of entropy means the land will restore itself. Go
and ask elders regarding a process to manage renewal
and they will say, look at nature with the daily, weekly,
monthly, seasonal processes—they are all in nature.”
(David Begay, pers. comm., Cullowhee, NC, 2011)

One of the questions posited at this meeting by Dr. Little Bear
was how to respond to the statement “When the land is sick, I am
sick. And when I am sick the land is sick.” Dr. Begay responded: “In
Navajo, the word for land is shekaya which means the connection to
earth under the moccasins. My mother is shema, which means like
a mother and infant relationship. She, the root in each word, links
the meaning together. This land is our mother earth, not just land or
dirt, but the earth that has a bond with us like a mother does with
her infant child. They are inseparable.” Jim Rock (Dakota), a Native
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scientist also participating in the dialogues said, “The longest distance is often between the heart and mind. When we breathe in air,
we are where space and earth meet. The breath goes out to the trees.
We are all in space, not welcoming, but dark and cold—the breath,
however, unites us all. Our heart beats and keeps us warm. Of course
we are all connected, we all are to love each other as we love mother
earth” (pers. comm., Cullowhee, NC, 2011).
These statements make tremendous sense to me as an Appalachian person, someone whose identity is synonymous with place.
For most of us who grew up and identify with rural living, we try to
make sense of the world by relating issues to what we know and have
experienced in the natural world. I often read and reread the writings of Wendell Berry, agriculturalist and philosopher, who speaks
to the notion much like that of Indigenous elders that the land protects and nurtures us as we have a responsibility to the land as well.
As a lifelong farmer, Berry writes about food, diet, economics, and
health, among other topics (see Berry 2002).
In The Farm (1995) he writes, “If you’re going to deal with the
issues of health in the modern world, you are going to have to deal
with much absurdity . . . the modern medical industry faithfully
imitates disease in the way it isolates us and parcels us out. If, for
example, intense and persistent pain causes you to only pay attention to your stomach, then you must leave home, community, and
family and go to a sometimes distant clinic or hospital where you
will be cared for by a specialist who will only pay attention to your
stomach . . . I believe that health is wholeness. For many years I have
turned again and again to the work of English agriculturalist Sir
Albert Howard who said in The Soil and Health, ‘the whole problem of health in soil, plant, animal, and man, is one great subject’”
(89–90). Berry goes on to say that “I believe that the community—in
the fullest sense: a place and all its creatures—is the smallest unit of
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health and that to speak of the health of an isolated individual is a
contradiction in terms” (ibid).
When speaking of Cherokee medicine, most people think of going into the mountains and gathering a plant to be used for healing
a specific ailment. It is a much more complicated and sophisticated
task. One must consider the larger contextual environment—this is
critical in Cherokee medicinal practices. This is why so much caution is associated with protecting “sacred formulas.” It is more to
protect those who would use those formulas. Without knowing the
language, understanding the time of day, month, week, season,
which of many plants to choose, etc., more harm than good can occur.
Dr. Eduard Duran, a Native psychologist and pioneer of the
“soul wound” model, prominent in counseling Native populations,
addressed a group of Cherokee health providers and clinicians in
2010. He spoke of the responsibility of clinicians to integrate “Native ways of doing and thinking” in their service to Cherokee people.
The western-trained health provider is taught to externally treat a
patient. To rely upon medication, pills, and liquids that quickly take
effect and treat illness is in large part missing the understanding of
healing from the inside–out instead of from the outside–in, as Western medical professionals are taught. This is inclusive of Duran’s
notion that money-based, multi-national pharmaceutical corporations embrace a spirit that is counter-productive to the healing process—that using plants in the commercial fashion (in large volume)
is in essence raping the land and the plants of their spirit and innate
substance. There is no “relationship” and interconnectedness that
imbues the spirit of healing.
We forget the healing spirit and protocols that respect the earth,
plants, water, and other natural resources that provide us with healing and allow co-existence of other species. Instead, the spirit of exploitation is aligned with the pharmaceutical and medical industries.
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This spirit may also be connected with the epidemic of over-production and distribution of opioids and other medications that have
encouraged addiction and destruction of health.
As we reflect on our connection with the earth and all that is on
it, we can easily find examples of how toxic dumps, coal and uranium mining, and polluted water make us sick. We also can understand through research regarding “psychoterratic distress” that there
are serious consequences for rural people who witness the destruction and wholesale decimation of their land. Glenn Albrecht (2010)
writes in his chapter “Solastalgia and the Creation of New Ways of
Living” that depression, sadness, and consuming distress are “human responses to the lived experience of an emerging negative relationship to a home environment.” Love for our land and strong
identity with place is said to be part of an organic interconnection
or, in the words of Carl Jung, an organic unity that reflects humans
and their environment as a “single tissue.” There are many languages
that categorize the extreme unbalance people feel when their physical world changes rapidly, but English is not one of them.
The ancient knowledge of being connected to all else around us
is being understood through the work of Native elders, speakers, scientists, and physicists. Today’s technology reinforces the teachings
of Indigenous people that we are all related as we are all made up
of the same matter. We are swimming in constantly moving cells
of energy that are influenced by our behaviors—and some say even
our thoughts and tone of our voice. I was recently listening to an interview on National Public Radio with Dr. Jill Bolte Taylor, a neuroanatomist and national spokesperson for the Harvard Brain Tissue
Resource Center. She spoke of her book My Stroke of Insight (2009)
and discussed this notion of energy being emitted in all things
around us. She said the brain is capable of tapping into and processing this activity at some level. She writes:
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As information processing machines, our ability to process data about the external world begins at the level of
sensory perception. Although most of us are rarely aware
of it, our sensory receptors are designed to detect information at the energy level. Because everything around
us—the air we breathe, even the materials we use to build
with—are composed of spinning and vibrating atomic
particles, you and I are literally swimming in a turbulent
sea of electromagnetic fields. We are part of it. We are
enveloped within it, and through our sensory apparatus,
we experience what is. (18)

What came to mind when I heard this was that the universal Indigenous paradigm “we are all connected” is being proven by Western sciences, from neuroanatomy to quantum physics. We aren’t
just all connected to one another, but every other living thing on
the planet—and in the universe! If we can begin to think more like
our Indigenous brothers and sisters, we might have a chance of ecological and health renewal and a more effective understanding of
obtaining true wellness or as the Kituwah say tohi’.
Finally, we are seeing a breakthrough that hopefully will bring
together the sciences of Traditional Knowledge and the social and
biological sciences. As health professionals and others are working
to intervene in problems of stress, trauma, and chronic diseases,
these “sciences” are reflecting an interdisciplinary approach in understanding causality and treatment. Understanding culture is a
large part of this approach, and epigenetics is one example of this
intersection.
I hope that we find a common ground where those of us from
the colonizing dominant culture will reflect on these tenets of Native Science or TK that recognize we are in a relationship with all in
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our world. As physicist David Bohm wrote, “The generic thought
processes of humanity incline toward perceiving the world in a
fragmentary way, breaking things up which are really not separate”
(1996, xvi-xvii).
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